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Chapter 1 - A Legal Hitch
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The morning sun spilt lazily through the windows of Dafydd’s cabin, dappling the wooden floorboards like a contented golden retriever. Outside, the trees rustled with late spring confidence, and inside, a kettle gave one last huff before settling into its cooling-down sigh. At the kitchen table, Dafydd and Ffion sat side by side, mugs of tea in hand, a dog-eared pamphlet between them, and a snoring Dalmatian under the table, twitching his paws in pursuit of dream-bunnies.

Ffion squinted at the pamphlet’s cover. “Getting Married in Wales: A Guide to Your Legal Obligations” was printed in cheerless block capitals, as if designed by someone who thought joy was an optional extra. “Right,” she said, flipping to a page with the hopeful title 'Alternative Ceremonies and You'. “It says here that handfasting is ‘not currently recognised as a legal marriage ceremony in Wales.’”

Dafydd raised an eyebrow. “So we can pledge our eternal love under an ash tree, exchange vows older than the monarchy, and tie our hands together with wild thyme and good intentions... but unless Reverend Hughes signs it in triplicate, the state doesn’t care?”

“Apparently not,” Ffion replied, sipping her tea. “Unless the ash tree is registered with the Home Office. And possibly has a Wi-Fi connection.”

Dyzzy snorted in his sleep, as if even he found the bureaucracy insulting.

Dafydd leaned back in his chair, staring at the ceiling as though it might offer divine legal counsel. “We could always get Hywel to forge some papers,” he said, deadpan.

Ffion choked on her tea. “Oh yes,” she coughed, laughing. “Because nothing screams eternal commitment like starting with document fraud.”

“It’d give the vows a certain... dramatic tension.”

They dissolved into giggles, the kind that sneak up on you and take over entirely, until Dafydd was wiping tears from his eyes and Ffion was snorting into her sleeve. Once calm returned and Dyzzy had shuffled into a more heroic sleeping pose, Ffion folded the pamphlet shut with a decisive snap. “So. What do we do?”

There was a pause, gentle and warm, like the steam rising between their mugs. Dafydd fiddled with the corner of the pamphlet. “I know it’s not very... poetic. However, I think we need to attend to the legal aspect. Just quietly. Somewhere licensed. For the paperwork.”

Ffion nodded slowly. “You want us to be... properly married. On all the forms.”

He smiled sheepishly. “It’s not that I think the handfasting doesn’t matter. I just... I like knowing it counts. That it’s not just words and ribbons, but something with a number attached somewhere in a government vault.”

Ffion rested her hand on his. “I don’t care what vault it’s in. If we get married in a damp basement with Rev Hughes and a witness list of one dog, it’ll still count to me.”

Dafydd’s heart did a gentle cartwheel. “So we do the legal bit. Quietly. Then the real celebration—the Grove, the vows, the rope, the music—that’s what everyone comes to.”

Ffion grinned. “Exactly. Let the government have their form. We’ll keep the magic.”

Under the table, Dyzzy snorted once more, shifted position, and knocked his tail against Dafydd’s shin in sleepy approval.

And so it was decided. They would wed quietly, legally, and thoroughly out of sight of anyone who might demand bunting or hats. The handfasting would be the real day. The day of ash trees, ribboned rope, music, and mystery. But first—tea.

Because every good plan in Dolgwyn began with a cup of tea.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2 - The Secret Chapel Plan
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St Cadfan’s Chapel smelled faintly of ancient stone, damp hymnals, and the kind of dust that has long since earned the right to settle undisturbed. Afternoon light filtered in through high, narrow windows like divine streaks of spotlight, catching in the motes and giving the whole place the air of a mildly haunted snow globe.

Reverend Hughes stood in the chancel with his hands clasped politely in front of him, the universal pose of a man bracing for impact. Across from him, Dafydd and Ffion stood awkwardly in the aisle, as if they were about to confess to a low-level crime involving soft cheese and municipal signage.

“So,” said Reverend Hughes, eyeing them over his spectacles. “No choir. No organ. No guests, save a dog. No flowers, no confetti, and—correct me if I’m wrong—no reception?”

Ffion winced. Dafydd cleared his throat. “We’d prefer to keep it quiet. The real ceremony—our handfasting—is next month. This is for the legal part only. Sign the papers, nod respectfully at the law, and be on our way.”

The Reverend raised an eyebrow. “Are you quite sure this is a wedding and not a tax write-off?”

Dyzzy chose that moment to sneeze explosively, the sound echoing off the stone walls like a small, furry cannon. He then proceeded to sniff his paw with great suspicion, as if to determine whether it had betrayed him.

Reverend Hughes jumped slightly and peered down at the dog. “Is he a witness?”

“He’s emotionally invested,” Dafydd offered.

“Highly alert,” Ffion added.

“And mildly destructive,” the Reverend concluded, as Dyzzy, tail wagging, collided with the side of a pew with a thunk that made the candlesticks tremble. “Well,” Reverend Hughes sighed, smoothing down his cassock like a man trying to maintain dignity in a wind tunnel, “I suppose it’s not the strangest request I’ve had in this chapel. That honour still belongs to the Elvis-themed christening of ’98.”

Dafydd pressed on. “We’d like you to officiate, of course. Just... nothing too elaborate. Just the vows. And the register.”

“And a hymn,” Reverend Hughes said firmly.

Ffion blinked. “A hymn?”

“A short one,” he added quickly. “But it would feel odd not to sing at least once. Even tax write-offs deserve a bit of melody.”

Dafydd looked to Ffion. She was chewing the inside of her cheek, the universal symbol for “I’m considering being polite, but my inner chaos goblin is having Opinions.” She sighed. “Fine. One hymn. But not anything with ‘wretched soul’ or ‘mighty sword.’ Something light.”

“‘Morning Has Broken’?” the Reverend offered.

“Perfect,” Dafydd said. “Very... legal dawn of new beginnings.”

They shook on it.

As the Reverend fetched the booking book—a ledger so ancient it might qualify as a relic—Ffion leaned in and whispered to Dafydd, “Do you think we’re being unfair? Keeping this quiet?”

Dafydd hesitated, then shook his head. “It’s not about secrecy. It’s about simplicity. The real celebration’s the handfasting. This is just... the part the government requires so they can issue joint tax letters.”

She smiled. “That’s very romantic.”

“I have a way with bureaucracy.” 

Reverend Hughes returned, holding a pen with the solemnity of a knight presenting a sword. “Right then. Thursday, two o’clock. Just you, the dog, the witnesses, and the legal minimum of spiritual effort.”

As they signed the booking, Dyzzy trotted up to the altar, sniffed the base of the lectern, and—after a dramatic pause—let out a delighted bark, as if confirming the chapel’s suitability for sacred sausage delivery.

And so, the date was set. Quietly, legally, and with one hymn to appease tradition, Dafydd and Ffion were getting married. No frills, no fuss—unless Dyzzy got involved, in which case, frills and fuss were practically guaranteed.
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Chapter 3 - Witnesses and Wags
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Iolo’s workshop smelled gloriously of sawdust, linseed oil, and mild chaos. Golden sunlight poured through the high windows, catching dust motes mid-waltz and glinting off a dozen hanging wooden spoons, which dangled from the ceiling in bunches like unusually wholesome garlic. Somewhere beneath them, Iolo was bent over a chunk of ash wood with the reverence of a monk carving scripture—until the door creaked open.

Dafydd stepped in, Dyzzy trotting ahead to investigate the floor for biscuit fragments or rogue shavings of bacon. “Busy?”

“Always,” Iolo said without looking up. “But never too busy to be interrupted. It’s what I do best.”

Dafydd hesitated. “Got a favour to ask.”

Iolo glanced up, curious. “You need a sign carved again? ‘No Solicitors, No Ghost Hunters, No Unlabelled Jam’?”

“No, this one’s more... ceremonial.”

That made Iolo pause. “Ceremonial?”

“I want you to be my best man.”

There was a sharp yelp—not from Dyzzy, but from Iolo, who flinched so hard he nearly jabbed a chisel into his thigh. “You what?” he blinked, wiping his hands on a wood-streaked rag. “Me?”

“Unless you know another ruggedly charming bachelor who can keep a secret and look good in tweed.”

“I mean—well—” Iolo looked stunned, then grinned. “Aye, I’d be honoured. Do I need to prepare a speech? I’ve been rehearsing one that starts with a limerick.”

“Let’s save the limericks for the reception,” Dafydd said. “This one’s in a church.”

At that exact moment, the door swung open again and in came Megan, balancing a basket that smelled like strawberry jam and subtle interrogation. “I brought preserves,” she announced. “Because I know Ffion hasn’t had a minute to cook this week.”

She stopped short. “Why does Iolo look like he just found out he’s descended from royalty?”

“I’m going to be best man,” Iolo beamed.

Megan raised an eyebrow and looked at Dafydd. “Ah. So this is a day of bold decisions.”

Dafydd took a breath. “Actually... Megan, we were hoping you’d be Maid of Honour.”

“I—what?” She blinked. “But I didn’t even bring the good jam.”

“You’re Ffion’s closest friend,” Dafydd said earnestly. “She wanted to ask, but you arrived quicker than expected.”

Megan narrowed her eyes. “I did sense a conspiracy in the wind. Also, a lot of baking flour.”

Before anyone could speak again, Ffion herself ducked through the door, cheeks slightly pink, hair pinned with exactly three escaped wisps, as if she’d lost a wrestling match with a hairbrush. “Megan! Lovely—um, you’re here.”

“I am. And I’ve been made Maid of Honour in absentia.”

“Oh. We were going to ease you in gently,” Ffion said, voice caught somewhere between apology and panic.

“Like a frog into boiling water?” Megan asked sweetly.

Ffion winced. “It’s not that we don’t want you involved. We do. We just... need to keep the wedding quiet. For now.”

Megan crossed her arms, the basket of jam shifting ominously. “Quiet, as in ‘secret’? As in ‘let’s have a clandestine ceremony and pretend we’re just taking a romantic stroll in formalwear’?”

“Yes,” Dafydd said, while Ffion mouthed, Please still love me.

Megan eyed them both, then turned to Iolo. “And you—are you capable of keeping a secret?”

“I once kept a whole hedgehog in a drawer for three days,” Iolo said proudly.

“That explains the smell,” Megan muttered. Then, with a sigh, she set down the jam basket. “Fine. I’ll keep your adorable secret. But if you let him recite a limerick in the chapel, I’m smudging his eyeliner.”

“I don’t wear eyeliner,” Iolo said, confused.

“You will,” Megan replied, already planning her revenge.

Under the spoons, Dyzzy gave a bark that sounded suspiciously like laughter.
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Chapter 4 - Dyzzy’s Moment (Almost)
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Sunlight poured through the stained-glass windows of St Cadfan’s Chapel like spilt sherbet, washing the pews in smudges of pink, gold, and a shade of blue that was either celestial or leftover printer ink. The air held a gentle hum of incense, beeswax polish, and reverent dust. Reverend Hughes stood at the front, humming what he insisted was a hymn, though to everyone else it sounded like a kazoo being slowly deflated.

The wedding party was fashionably minimal. Dafydd adjusted the collar of his jacket with the air of a man who knew this moment was critical but couldn’t quite get his sleeves to behave. Ffion stood beside him in a soft cream dress that shimmered slightly as she moved—simple, beautiful, and nervously clutching a tiny bouquet of wild herbs and forget-me-nots. Megan, all poise and quiet mischief, wore a sardonic smile that hinted she might be planning to write an exposé titled “I Was a Maid of Honour to Criminally Modest Newlyweds”. Iolo had tried to tame his hair for the occasion and mostly succeeded. His tie was askew, his enthusiasm palpable, and his pocket... was wiggling.

Dyzzy, proud, ribboned, and officially the ring bearer, sat at the end of the aisle looking like a noble beast summoned to guard a sacred rite. That is, until his nose began twitching.

The ceremony began with minimal fuss. Reverend Hughes adjusted his spectacles, cleared his throat with a sound like a polite vacuum cleaner, and began. “Dearly beloved, gathered in the presence of... well, each other, and the dog. We are here today to witness the joining of Dafydd and Ffion in holy—wait, is your dog trying to eat the ring?”

All heads turned just in time to see Dyzzy snuffling insistently at Iolo’s jacket pocket, where the ring box had been tucked away for safekeeping. Iolo, caught mid-grin, tried to nudge Dyzzy back gently, but Dyzzy had the tenacity of a biscuit-focused bloodhound. With a triumphant grunt, he pulled the box free—ribbons, teeth, and all—and began to work on opening it with a paw and an alarming amount of jaw strength.

“I told him he was the ring bearer!” Iolo yelped. “I didn’t think he’d take it literally!”

Megan lunged, intercepted the box mid-chomp, and handed it with great dignity to the Reverend, who was now blinking furiously as if recalibrating reality. “Thank you,” he muttered. “Shall we continue before your best man’s dog swallows the sacrament?”

Ffion let out a breathless laugh and glanced at Dafydd. His eyes were wide, his grin helpless. Dyzzy, tail thumping the floor in approval, sat back down with the self-satisfied air of someone who had improved the ceremony significantly. The moment was surreal, ridiculous, and somehow—perfect.

But in the blur of light and laughter, Ffion felt a flicker of panic. Is this what life will be? She thought. Always loving, always chaotic? Held together by good humour, duct tape, and a dog with a taste for wedding bands? Then Dafydd squeezed her hand, grounding her like an anchor in a storm. His eyes said yes, exactly this—and somehow, that felt not only bearable, but right.

As the Reverend led them through the vows (with only one more interruption, when Dyzzy knocked over the hymnal stand and Megan caught it one-handed like a seasoned bridesmaid ninja), the tension of secrecy weighed lightly against the warmth in the room.

It was small. It was unofficially sacred. It was, unmistakably, theirs.

And when the rings were finally exchanged—undented and gleaming—it wasn’t the paperwork or the whispered vows that made it real. It was the shared laughter. The dog hair on Ffion’s hem. The unshakable sense that, from this day forward, things would never be tidy, but they would always be true.
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Chapter 5 - Planning the Real Wedding
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Evening had draped itself gently over Dafydd’s cabin, turning the trees outside to silhouettes and pouring golden syrupy light through the windows. A breeze wafted in, rustling the herb pots on the sill and carrying the scents of moss, wood smoke, and the slightly damp optimism of early summer.

Ffion kicked off her shoes with a sigh that could’ve passed for a small weather system and flopped onto the sofa, her feet landing neatly on Dafydd’s lap. Dyzzy was snoring in the corner, tail occasionally twitching as he chased something dramatic in his dreams—likely a sausage thief or an unsupervised picnic.

Dafydd passed her a mug of cider, clinking it gently against his own. “To paperwork and panic,” he said with a smirk.

“To secret marriages and public chaos,” she replied, raising hers in mock solemnity. They drank. The cider was crisp and fizzy, with notes of apple, mischief, and mild regret. “So,” Ffion said, stretching like a particularly smug cat, “the real wedding.”

Dafydd raised an eyebrow. “You mean the one where nobody tries to eat the rings?”

“Hopefully,” she grinned. “Although with Dyzzy, that’s never guaranteed.”

They sat in companionable silence for a beat, the kind of silence that only comes after vows, vows-you’re-not-telling-anyone-about, and minor pew destruction. Then Ffion tapped his knee. “Guest list?”

“Short. Manageable. Less likely to include anyone who owns a vuvuzela.”

“Good,” she nodded. “Arch made of willow and ash?”

“Yes. Something rustic. Organic. Dramatic enough to impress Megan but not so dramatic that it starts rumours.”

“Music?”

“Catrin and Mari are already planning a harp duel. It’s like a regular duet but with more passive-aggressive eye contact.”

Ffion giggled into her mug. “Afterparty?”

“Low key. Bonfire. Drinks. Possibly Iolo giving an impromptu speech involving folklore and something on fire.”

“Just the usual, then.”

Dafydd leaned back, staring at the ceiling. “You know, today felt more emotional than I expected. I thought it’d be... formal. Quiet. Procedural. But standing there with you—it was real.”

Ffion tilted her head, her smile softening. “Wait until the real one.”

He looked at her sideways. “That wasn’t the real one?”

“Oh no,” she said, waggling her finger. “The real one has flower crowns. It has music, magic, and Megan threatening to sabotage any guest who wears white. The real one will have Dyzzy in ceremonial flowers, and he will try to roll in them.”

He laughed. “I don’t know if I can handle two real ones.”

She tapped his cider mug. “You’ll manage.”

But under the laughter, a quiet unease stirred in both of them. What if the handfasting didn’t live up to this? What if the chaos outshone the sentiment? What if someone (cough, Iolo) decided to surprise them with interpretive dance?

Ffion chewed her lip thoughtfully. “Do you think it’s strange... having the real wedding after the legal one?”

“No stranger than most things we do,” Dafydd said. “Besides, this one was for us. The handfasting is for us and everyone else.”

Ffion nodded. “Right. Including the ones who’ll be very cross we didn’t invite them to both.”

Dafydd winced. “So... do we tell Hywel before or after he books the town band?”

“After,” he said firmly. “I want to live to see the honeymoon.”

They clinked mugs again and fell into silence, watching the shadows stretch and curl around the edges of the room. Dyzzy snorted, then rolled over with a groan of canine contentment.

In the stillness, Dafydd reached over and took Ffion’s hand. “Whatever happens,” he said, “I’m glad we started here.”

She squeezed his fingers and smiled. “Me too. Just... next time, let’s keep the dog away from the rings.”

They both looked at Dyzzy. He burped. Loudly. “Noted,” Dafydd said.
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Chapter 6 - The Grand Plan
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Dolgwyn Town Hall had never looked more official. Which, in fairness, wasn’t saying much. Rows of mismatched folding chairs had been dragged from various corners of the building and arranged with optimistic symmetry. At the front stood a large posterboard proudly proclaiming “Unveiling Nature: The Dolgwyn Woodland Sculpture Trail”, flanked by a slightly wobbly scale model and several printed mock-ups blu-tacked to the walls. The air was thick with the scent of tea, old radiators, and a generous scattering of digestives.

Carys Morgan, council tourism officer and walking embodiment of quiet determination with a side of mild fury, stood centre stage. Her cardigan matched her slides, her hair was coiled with the precision of a structural engineer, and her expression suggested she was ten seconds from forcibly innovating someone. “Thank you all for coming,” she said, her voice bright and clear, like a school bell with a master’s degree. “I’m delighted to share the final plans for the Dolgwyn Woodland Sculpture Trail, which launches tomorrow.”

A polite rustle of interest made its way through the audience. Mrs. Hughes adjusted her glasses. Rhys grunted softly. Iolo raised a hand, though it wasn’t entirely clear if it was to ask a question or request another biscuit.

“The trail,” Carys continued, “has been designed to celebrate the intersection between art and nature. Each piece is site-specific, environmentally considered, and—importantly—not carved with a chainsaw.”

There was a ripple of amusement, and one voice—unmistakably Iolo’s—called out, “So no chainsaws this time?”

Carys’ smile tightened by approximately 17%. “Unless you’re clearing brambles, no.”

She gestured to the largest mock-up behind her, a glossy print of a tall, slightly foreboding stone monolith, captioned: “Monolith I – Idris Vaughan”. “The first installation will be this: a striking vertical sculpture by the acclaimed Idris Vaughan. It will be placed at the entrance to the Eastwood Trail and unveiled tomorrow morning.” She paused, letting that land like an award-winning soufflé.

A low murmur began to creep through the hall like fog through a field. “Looks like a fridge fell over,” someone muttered.

“Don’t see what was wrong with the old chainsaw bears,” grumbled Mr. Pritchard, who was still bitter that his sculpture of a vaguely recognisable otter hadn’t been placed in last year’s contest.

Carys took a breath, the kind that began deep in the ankles and ended somewhere behind the eyes. “This initiative is part of the council’s effort to bring fresh, contemporary art into our public spaces. We want to encourage thought. Dialogue. Connection with nature in new and dynamic ways.”

“Still looks like a fridge,” the voice said again, with greater volume and less apology.

Ffion, sitting near the front with a steaming cup of tea and a twinkle in her eye, leaned toward Dafydd. “I give it twenty minutes before someone suggests strapping googly eyes on it.”

Dafydd smirked. “I give it ten before Dyzzy tries to mark it as his.”

At the front, Carys forged on.

“Now, before anyone asks—yes, we had an open call for local submissions. Yes, the selection panel made their choices anonymously. And no—” her smile wavered by a single hairline crack, “—there will not be a wood-carving category this year. We’re embracing new materials.”

Behind her professionalism, a small fire of irritation flickered. Her submission—a delicate copper-and-willow piece titled “Forest Breath”—hadn’t made the cut. She had smiled through the announcement. She had offered to help hang someone else’s abstract concrete puzzle with grace. But inside? Oh, inside, she was still measuring the precise weight of betrayal. Still, she nodded briskly. “Any final questions?”

Iolo’s hand hovered again. “No, Iolo, you may not submit a sculpture made of jam jars.”

His hand sank. “What if they’re arranged thoughtfully?”

“Still no.”

And with that, the Grand Plan was officially launched—with a monolith, a mandate, and the faint sound of biscuit crunching as the townsfolk of Dolgwyn prepared to embrace modern art... or at least, endure it.
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Chapter 7 - Unveiling the Monolith
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The woodland glade had never seen such drama. Usually home to squirrels, dappled light, and the occasional illicit cider picnic, it now played host to a crane, a tense artist, and a handful of locals pretending they understood modern sculpture.

The monolith hovered awkwardly in the air—an enormous, smooth slab of stone that looked like it had fallen off the back of Stonehenge’s avant-garde cousin. At the helm of the chaos stood Carys Morgan, clipboard clutched like a life raft, fluttering about with the air of someone juggling fourteen invisible crises and one obvious existential one.

“Gently—gently now!” she called, as the crane operator adjusted the angle with the weary precision of someone who’d had to explain physics to artists before.

Next to her, Idris Vaughan stood with his arms crossed, the very picture of artistic solemnity in an anorak. He scowled at the plinth as though it had personally insulted his muse. “I said seven degrees east, not... whatever that is,” Idris barked at Lowri the engineer, who was calmly tightening a bolt and visibly resisting the urge to throw him into the undergrowth.

Lowri raised an eyebrow. “It’s a sculpture, Idris, not a telescope. If the squirrels are impressed, it’s aligned enough.”

The locals had begun to gather like curious pigeons. Dafydd stood with his arms folded, watching the scene with mild concern. Ffion sipped from a travel mug, unimpressed. Megan was already angling for a good photo, and Iolo had just explained, loudly, that he thought it looked “a bit like a cheese grater, if you squint.” Dyzzy, meanwhile, was sniffing every blade of grass in a thirty-foot radius like it owed him rent.

As the crane lowered the monolith onto its stone base with an ominous thunk, Carys cleared her throat and stepped forward, clipboard raised like a microphone. “Ladies and gentlemen,” she began, in the upbeat tone of someone barely suppressing an internal scream, “it is my great pleasure to welcome you to the very first installation of the Dolgwyn Woodland Sculpture Trail.”

There was polite applause. Someone coughed. Idris adjusted his scarf with theatrical resentment.

“This piece, entitled Resonance of Stone, is a meditation on permanence, presence, and the enduring resonance of form within natural—oh no.”

Because, at that precise moment, Dyzzy—who had decided that this peculiar vertical rock had been placed here for his convenience—ambled up to the base, lifted a leg, and made a very personal contribution to the artistic landscape. There was a collective gasp. A ripple of horror. A strangled noise from Carys that sounded like someone being stabbed with a spreadsheet.

Idris turned the colour of skimmed milk and took two furious steps forward. “Is that dog urinating on my work?!”

Megan clapped a hand over her mouth. “Well... It’s been baptised now.”

Ffion didn’t even blink. “A critique from Dolgwyn’s harshest art critic.”

Dafydd rushed forward to tug Dyzzy away, who wagged his tail as if he’d just solved a crime. “Sorry! He... he’s just very responsive to vertical geometry.”

Idris made a noise like a kettle boiling in rage. “This is vandalism. Biological vandalism!”

Lowri, from behind the sculpture, called out, “At least it’s properly weatherproof now.”

Carys, fighting the urge to melt into a pile of moss, placed herself between Idris and the growing cluster of onlookers. “We’ll, uh, be holding an official trial opening soon, once—once all the installations are... acclimatised.”

Idris glared at the sculpture like it had betrayed him. “I won’t stand for this. I’m leaving.” He stormed off through the underbrush with all the grace of an outraged heron. Dyzzy barked once—cheerfully—and wagged his tail.

“Well,” said Iolo, surveying the scene. “That went better than I expected.”

And with that, the monolith stood silent and newly christened, glistening faintly in the morning sun, as Dolgwyn’s sculpture trail began exactly as one might expect: with art, controversy, and a little bit of wee.
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Chapter 8 - Private Grievances
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The light in Carys Morgan’s home office was the sort that never quite decided whether it was gloomy or cosy. One slanted beam from the window caught on a leaning tower of council paperwork, illuminating it like a small bureaucratic monument. Mismatched furniture lined the walls—half inherited, half rescued, none proud of it—and every vertical surface bore the weight of pinned sketches, concept mockups, and the occasional inspirational post-it (“You are art!” being aggressively underlined three times).

At the heart of it sat Carys, cross-legged on a tatty office chair, flipping through a battered sketchbook. Page after page revealed sculptures: sweeping arcs of twisted metal, stone carved with haunting hollows, wood twisted into what might’ve been waves or possibly hands. Or both. Her fingers hovered on one particular pencil rendering of an elegant spiral form titled Reclamation. She sighed. “Not a fit for the trail’s vision,” she muttered.

She glanced at the crumpled envelope in the bin—CONFIDENTIAL: Submission Results. The only thing more patronising than the font was the word “Thank you” at the bottom of the letter. She’d stared at that thank you for a solid five minutes earlier, wondering whether to scream or apply for planning permission for a bonfire. Instead, she fed the entire thing into her shredder, which wheezed dramatically, as if it, too, was offended on her behalf.

“Not a fit,” she scoffed as the final corner disappeared into the machine. “But a granite fridge with delusions of grandeur is?”

The shredder gave a final pained whirr before coughing itself into silence. Carys sat back, arms crossed, lips pursed like she was practising for a portrait titled Disappointment with Local Government Decisions. There was a knock at the door.

Carys jolted, instinctively flipping her sketchbook shut and shoving it beneath a scatter of admin folders marked “URGENT (ish)”. With the grace of someone born to conceal emotional breakdowns in under three seconds, she stood, straightened her cardigan, and plastered on a smile so tight it practically creaked.

Mari Llewelyn stood on the doorstep, harpist, romantic, and perpetual purveyor of unannounced visits. She held a tote bag containing what appeared to be sheet music, her mild expression suggesting that she believed all problems could be solved with a cup of tea and a well-tuned E-string. “Hope I’m not interrupting!” she chirped.

“Of course not,” Carys lied.

Mari stepped inside and immediately clocked the chaos. Her gaze landed on a partially sculpted form in the corner—what looked like a jagged swirl with an expression of mild existential panic. Mari tilted her head. “That a dragon or a... very anxious badger?”

Carys didn’t miss a beat. “It’s called Silent Echoes. It doesn’t like to be labelled.”

Mari gave a slow nod, clearly filing that away under Artists Say Things Like This, and pulled out a folio of music sheets. “I just wanted to confirm our duet setlist for the Trail opening. Catrin suggested starting with The Ash Grove—too obvious?”

“Obvious is fine,” said Carys, moving her mug of lukewarm tea off a chair to make space. “The whole town loves obvious. Obvious gets funding.”

Mari, sensing a tone, perched gracefully and raised an eyebrow. “Everything all right?”

“Perfect,” Carys replied, too quickly. She was already calculating how many minutes it would take to redirect the conversation toward harp strings and away from crushed dreams.

Mari, tactful to a fault, opened her sheet music and began talking chord progressions.

Carys nodded along, even added the occasional “Mm,” but her mind had already drifted back to the sculpture sketches hidden under the admin. If Silent Echoes didn’t like to be labelled, maybe it would like to be installed without permission.
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